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Questioning Understanding: The Cultural Perception
of Visual Communication by Recent Immigrants
to the U.S.

Little substantive research has been published to inform designers who seek to
better understand the impact of their work when it is exposed to a cross-cultural
audience. Global/cross-cultural design typically focuses on the creation of a visual
identity and/or marketing approach for a corporation, one which considers primarily
the corporation's needs and interests, such as how the design coordinates with the
with the corporation’s culture, product line, and existing identity systems. Far less
attention is generally paid to the day-to-day realities, sensitivities, and concerns of
the cross-cultural audience likely to view it.

Patricia Boman
Maryville University

How can designers who create visual communication targeted at a cross-cultural
audience, or which may be inadvertently viewed by one, gain a better understanding
of the impact of their work? Certainly there are many questions that could be
explored. For instance, if corporations see the people of other cultures merely as
new markets, how will these people come to perceive the corporation and the
country from which the corporation originates? With resentment? What will be the
cultural impact of unrecognized and/or unintended subliminal messages unavoidably
inherent in visual communication, over both the short-term and long-term? How are
people and their culture changed by the even limited exposure to the visual
messages from a dissimilar culture, let alone by use/cultural assimilation of the
service or product being marketed? How is the cultural heritage of one culture
damaged when its iconography is copied, misunderstood, and misused by another
culture in the promotion of a business objective? How does visual communication
perpetuate cultural misperceptions?
I am currently working on cross-cultural research which seeks to document
responses to these and other questions/issues related to the perception of visual
communication by immigrants to the United States. My research project is outlined
briefly below.
Objective
To document the cultural perception and general comprehension of marketing based
visual communication by recent immigrants to the United States.
Project Description and Research Process
This research project documents the cultural perceptions and general
comprehension of recent U.S. immigrants (immigrated within last 3 years) to visual
communication designed to market a product or service.
During interviews, participants will share their understanding of a variety of visual
communication including: product advertisements, marketing brochures, packaging,
and multimedia related to specific products and services ranging in quality and type
from ordinary to luxury. Interview questions include but are not limited to the
following: What does each example communicate to them? What do they think is the
key idea or message of the example? Do they have a positive or negative view of the
people and/or product (if any) pictured in the example? How would they feel about
having their child or their parent see the example? Does the visual material
communicate the important qualities of the product well to them? How would they
feel if someone they knew purchased/used the product or service? Would they have
used this product/service in their other country? Would they buy or use this
product/service now?
Participants will be drawn from several sources: foreign study students from
high schools and universities; an international institute which works with recent
immigrants; and cultural-language schools (specifically Chinese). Participants will be
adults ranging in age from 18 to 65 years old. Number of research participants will
be 50. Translators will be used as needed to facilitate communication.
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Questioning Understanding:
The perception of visual communication by recent immigrants to the U.S.

Graphic design is the visual communication of information using visual means including symbols,
images, photography, and typography. In order to create design that communicates, graphic
designers are taught to define their audience. Who are they and how can a message be successfully
communication to them?

American graphic design icon Paul Rand (1914–1996) once said:
I have always believed, that if I could understand my own work, then anyone could. 1
It was a belief many designers shared with him. Paul Rand’s typical audience was, in fact,
like himself—American, Caucasian, educated, and upwardly mobile. In post World War II,
people with little need for—or the financial means to purchase—Western goods and services
were not likely to be anyone’s target audience and so, unfortunately, a significant portion of
the world’s population was disregarded.
New communication technologies have changed that. We now enjoy the ability to instantly
disseminate information worldwide through a variety of media. In his essay “Some Things
Change” graphic designer, educator, and AIGA Fellow, Christopher Pullman states:
Once it was possible to assume that there was one language (yours), one culture, one set
of meanings. Now “mass communications,” which were based on that notion, have given

way to targeted communications. . . And the visual and verbal language of the end user
is almost certainly different from your own. 2
Henry Steiner, a cross-cultural graphic designer and author of Cross-Cutural Design stated in
his book:
Most people are as unaware of their own culture as they once were of
oxygen, evolution, or gravity. Culture is our environment; it is the “natural”
way to think and to behave, as unquestionable as water to a fish. 3

What may seem like a good design concept within your own zone of cultural comprehension
may read very differently within another cultural context? In his book Designing across
Cultures, Ronnie Lipton relates the following story.
While visiting Canada a Russian visitor entered an office building and as he did so noticed
people, primarily women, smoking outside. “Ah,” remarked the man sympathetically to his
host, “prostitution is also a problem in my country.” 4

To many Americans, the photo below is a fairly unremarkable and nothing more than a
picture of people taking a ride on their motorcycles. However, in Asia and in Europe, these
motorcyclists would be likely to be viewed far more negatively as likely to be gangsters or
part of a criminal biker gang. 5
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Designers cannot assume the paradigm through which they view the world and which
informs their work has any relevance when it comes to designing visual communication for
an audience of another culture. It is important to note, as well, that while technology has
made it is possible to “target” a visual message to a given group, that the message will, in
fact, be viewed by many other people of very dissimilar backgrounds. It is one thing for an
unsuccessful piece of visual communication to result in disappointing sales for the client and
the loss of that client for a designer. It is another matter, for a piece of visual communication
to also insult a members of a culture while doing so—even if unintentionally.
Graphic designers design for a specific target audience. However, given the fact that
communication cannot be controlled, is it reasonable to design for a particular audience and
then dismiss anyone else who might see the design—and be misinformed by it—as not being
a part of the target audience? The negative consequences of visual design which has been
poorly considered from a cultural perspective and/or which fails to take into account just how
vast and diverse the audience could ultimately be, can be damaging in ways that are insidious
but significant.
Mexican-born artist Enrique Chagoya uses the phrases “utopian cannibalism” and “reverse
anthropology” to describe dominate cultures that feed off of the creative output of their less
powerful conquests. These “cannibalized” ideas and art forms are generally taken out of
context and then used without any relationship to their original meaning.6
The following two examples are examples of traditional art and an art object taken out of
their original cultural context to be used in another. Silent Reach was created as a graphic for
an Australian television program about outlaw Aboriginals. 7 The combination of the
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automatic rifle and Aboriginal painting is powerful—and yet the use of the native art for the
purpose of marketing a television program is discomforting. A fact recognized by the design
in retrospect.

This promotion below was designed to give away a faux but very authentic looking Mayan
artifacts. The project was manufactured and packaged in such a way as to make it appear as
though the recipient was receiving a realartifact. While not meaning to, the designers’
commercialization of the artifactin effect trivialize the value of the artifact and ignore the fact
that authentic artifacts are not to be taken outside of the country. 8

Despite the time pressure that is inevitably part of every project, designers need to take the
time to look beyond themselves and look passed cultural cliches, to find to find design
solutions which are culturally informed and communicate clearly, creatively, and nonoffensively. As a graphic design and a design educator, the assumption I make is that a
responsible designer will care about how their visual designs are perceived, no matter by
whom. While mistakes are certain to be made given the complexity of the challenge of cross-
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cultural communication, I assume designers will want make the effort to educate themselves
and to design effective, culturally sensitive visual communications.
Research, education, and experience are paramount to cross cultural communication—yet
where do we begin? The study of any particular aspect of visual communication and culture
will yield information which may be only fleeting or antidotal. A person’s understanding of
their world is in constant flux. A concept unknown to us one day, may seem commonplace to
us the next. Answering one question leads only to many others.
Through this particular research project, my objective was to document the cultural
perception and the general comprehension of marketing based visual communication by
recent immigrants to the U.S.
Research Question
When a study participant is shown17 different images from books, magazines, and
newspapers, what percentage of them does he/she understand?
Research Materials/Participants/Method
Materials: I culled books, magazines, and newspapers to assemble a group of 17 images,
including logos, graphics, and photography, which were representative of those to be found
in U.S. print media. The images were of the following types:
3 images were photographic, narrative images—in which the elements told a
story. Canon digital camera ad, a photo for a Crest Whitestrips ad, a newspaper
photo of a governor’s speech.
4 images were a combination of typographic and symbolic marks Cracker Jack
logo; Citigroup logo, Aussie logo, Think Outside logo
(Symbolic marks are those which incorporate a figurative
element to communicate something intangible or abstract.)
3 images were symbolic marks McDonalds, AT&T logo, Dodge Ram logo
(Descriptive marks use imagery which visually depict the
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company’s product or service in a literal manner)
7 images were descriptive marks Allstate Insurance logo, Cotton logo, Pivotal
Training logo, Kansas Speech-Language-Hearing Association logo, a
photography logo, New Bedford Whaling Museum logo, Handy Van logo

Participants: The research participants newly arrived foreign students who have come to the
U.S. to participate in an English language program. Countries represented included:
Thailand, Japan, Spain, Korea, South Korea, Venezuela, Panama, and Africa. The
participants ranged in age for 21 to 27 years old, with one participant age 39. They had been
in the U.S. for periods of time ranging from 2 weeks to 3 months. 60% were male and 40%
were female.
Method: I began with a qualitative research method, meeting with each participant
individually. I presented the images one by one and recorded the participants’ comments.
This approach yielded responses which were rich with cultural information. No only were the
answers informative but the manner in which the participant considered each image and
expressed his/or her response provided cultural information. Unfortunately, it was also a very
time consuming methodology. To expedite my research process, I switched to a quantitive
research approach and developed a worksheet which participants reviewed then wrote their
answers on a separate answer sheet. I occasionally provided assistance if a participant needed
help spelling their answer. This approach allowed me to work with more participants in less
time.
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Research Findings
Expected findings (Prior to Research)
I expected that participants would understand more accurately the meaning of the visual
images I showed to them the longer they had been in the U.S. This was correct. However,
beyond this very basic expectation, I knew I was looking for more subtle findings—although,
I was not quite certain what. I was open to the possibility that participants from similar
cultures would have similar responses.
Unexpected findings
What I learned was the great extent to which the participants drew on their own cultural
background and experiences to find meaning in the visual materials I presented to them—
even if those experiences had no relevance to the visual message. No doubt a very human
reaction. In an effort to understand we relate the unknown to what we do know—despite the
possibility that one has little to do with the other.
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An example of this was a Japanese student’s reaction to the Allstate hands together logo. To
him the logo looks similar to the Japanese symbol for “first” or “premier” —and so he
thought the Allstate logo meant “the best” or as he said “A number 1.”

Findings
Percentage of correctly understood images
• all participants scored 52% or higher, meaning that they had understood 52% of the images
shown to them
• 50% of the participants scored 64% or higher.
• the highest score was 76%
There were four images which 90% to 100% of the participants correctly understood.
Those were:
• McDonald’s logo
• cotton logo
• AT&T logo
• the logo for a repair service
There were three images which 80% to 90% of the participants did not understand.
Those were:
• Allstate Insurance logo
• Crackerjack logo
• a complex logo for a speech, language, and hearing association
• a “think outside” logo which referred to the phrase “to think outside the box.”

Antidotal Information
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The Allstate logo
Only one of the participants correctly recognized Allstate’s intention to visually
communicate “helping hands.” Other responses included:
church —or having to do with religion
means a friendly relationship or being number one
having to wash hands
having to collect water
poor people, asking for money
gathering money
peace
please give me money
charity
A participant from Africa put his hands together similarly to the Allstate logo. The he moved
one hand up and then back, clapping the back of one hand against the palm of the other. In
his culture, someone would use this action to emphasize a point, to say this is important,
listen to me.

New Bedford Whaling Museum and Handy Van logos
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Both of these logos incorporate one graphic symbol within another. In the New Bedford
Whaling Museum logo the tail of a whale is incorporated into the sail of a ship. The Handy
Van logo incorporates a wrench into a polygon resembling a house. While the majority of
participants were able to recognize and understand one of the symbols in each of these two
logos, none of them saw both symbols in the logos.

Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger Newpaper Photo

Participant responses included:
Don’t waste money. Stop. No more.
No more overspending. The situation will be fine.
Listening carefully
A governor that was a cinema star. Something that could only happen in this country.
Liar. Arnold Schalthnegar. (participant’s misspelling)
Politics

Conclusions
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My research continues, however, my thoughts at this point are:
• It will be cost-effective for business to test the multi-cultural understanding of visual
communication in the development phase well before launch to avoiding expensive errors in
marketing and consumer product/service use.
• We cannot ignore the fact that the visual communication designers create will be seen by
many more people than those in the target audience. How will this be addressed?
• Designers must assume the responsibility to educate themselves about other cultures—
preferably by experiencing them firsthand. When this is not possible. Designers need to
begin seeking the help of multi-cultural experts in an effort to create communication that is
both effective and responsible.
• While multinational corporations and their interest in finding to markets will be the driving
force behind the need to gain greater cultural understanding—it will be regrettable if that is
the only reason. My hope is that world health, education, and welfare will also benefit.

Graphic designer Henry Steiner has written of the innate human tendency to not accept those
who are not like us:
The pattern is universal: we are human, they are simian; we are normal,
they are bizarre; we are civilized, they are barbaric; we religious,
they heathen.

Though cultural, language, lifestyle and economic differences are among the world’s people
are innumerable, the sameness of our basic human needs and our innate human responses
unite us. We all experience happiness, fear, hope, and grief in our lifetimes. Our children,
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given the slightest opportunity will run off to play. They will grow up and seek better lives
for their children, just as we are seeking for them now.
Given this, can visual language be used to express that what makes us all human,
transcending barriers of language and culture, to deepen cultural understanding? If we work
hard enough to do it well, the hopefully we can succeed most of the time.
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